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Abstract  Philosophers today are inclined to propose virtues are either 
something subjective or something universal. However, Confucius and Aristotle, 
who made the most profound investigations into virtues, did not develop such 
theses. The deep-seated reason lies in their belief that there is always a possibility 
for a human being to become a man of practice, which cancels the need of 
proposing subjectivity thesis. The reason for their not raising the universality 
thesis of virtues is that they do not think that virtues are directly universal to all 
contemporarily existing minds. Rather, in their view, virtues involve a possible 
universality that may present in a virtuous mind. We can summarize Aristotle’s 
view into the concept of possible universality of virtue understood in terms of the 
perfect state of mind, since he explains the perfect state of mind in terms of 
perfect state of activity, and makes his investigations with an eye to the 
interactions between people with similar states of virtues. The view of Confucius 
can be summarized into the concept of possible universality of virtue understood 
in terms of the history of mind, since his investigations are made from the point 
of view of the states of mind reached through virtuous practices, i.e., a historical 
process of human life in which one’s pre-dispositions and feelings gradually 
reach some state of natural harmony and gains continual enrichment, and with an 
eye to the interactions between virtuous people and common people. From that 
similarly expressed view we can reasonably infer that virtues do possess the 
character called by today’s philosophers as universality, but it is a possible 
universality whose possibility is based on practice and on the development of 
virtuous minds. 
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1  

The virtues and the virtue ethics are currently subject to much debate. But such 
debate remains muddled and has yet to address certain difficult issues. For 
example, consider virtue or what I will call “narrow morality” (morality, 
narrowly understood).1 On the one hand, many Western philosophers, influenced 
by the analytic ethics of the past century, are inclined to believe that virtue or 
narrow morality is merely the expression of subjective or individualistic 
emotions and attitudes, and lack any objective qualities.2 For those philosophers 
in the Kantian tradition, however, virtue or narrow morality, or at least their 
principles, are understood in objective terms. All people can understand them in 
the same way; their meaning, or at least their principles, have universal efficacy 
and can govern all people.  

Philosophers appear to be describing two incompatible propositions regarding 
the virtues or narrow morality: They are either individualistic and subjective, or 
objective and universal. This strict division that appears in the debate seems to be 
unavoidable. Anyone reading of the discussions in ethics today is confronted 
with this confusing intellectual landscape as soon as they set foot in the field.3 

                                                   
1 In understanding the virtues in terms of “narrow morality,” I mean practical norms or 
regularities that a person acquires through practice and activity, and regards as excellences of 
conduct and inner dispositions integral to being a human being. In many contexts the two 
terms “virtue” and “narrow morality” are seen as interchangeable.     
2 The point was made very clearly by analytical philosophers in the last century who, on 
account of it, believed that different people’s understanding of virtue and their discussions of it 
could, necessarily, not be brought into agreement. Among these philosophers, Ayer held a more 
extreme view than Stevenson. Stevenson acknowledged that ethical language had both an 
emotive and a descriptive function and also believed that ethical propositions actually 
expressed the speakers’ attitude of “approval” (Stevenson 1945, Chapter 4, 9). Ayer denied that 
ethical language had any kind of descriptive function intermingled with its emotional function 
and maintained that ethical propositions did not express the speakers attitude of approval but 
rather expressed only a kind of emotion or sentiment, and moved towards a “thorough-going 
subjectivism” (Ayer 1990, Chapter 6). 
3 Such an explanation requires the following clarification to avoid over-simplification. In 
contemporary Western debates about virtue ethics, the subjectivity thesis of the virtues is 
related to two concepts: subjectivity and agency. Subjectivity implies action or conduct of a 
unique individual that instantiates unique connections; it indicates that the unique individual is 
the originator of his emotions, attitudes, opinions, recommendations, as well as his modes of 
conduct. Agency, however, refers to a person qua agent, who has the capacity to do actions, 
and is a term that expresses the characteristics of someone who does things as an agent. 
Agency thus can be interpreted to include a universal sense of being the cause of action. For 
this reason some contemporary philosophers think that it is through the concept of agency that 
we can appreciate the ideas of telos inherent in ancient discussions of virtue, which enables 
ourselves to get close to the presuppositions of that way of thinking.   
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Kant saw earlier than most that the danger that claims about virtue and narrow 
morality would lapse into such a dichotomy. He discussed both the subjective 
and objective aspects of virtue and narrow morality, but meanwhile tried to 
establish a dialogue between objective and subjective discourses, accounting 
virtue as both subjective and objective.  

Kant made great efforts in this regard. In the Groundwork, he pointed out that 
morality “makes us feel concern, because we are human, because it arises from 
our rational wills and so is part of our dear selves” (Kant 2002, pp. 85–86). In 
The Critique of Practical Reason, he came to see formal freedom as a bridge 
between the subjective account of virtue and morality, and objective accounts. 
“The sole principle of virtue rests in the fundamental autonomy of law…it is the 
determining of the will by a principle that necessarily has the form of a pure 
universal law” (Kant 2000, p. 34). 

A fuller expression is found in Kant’s later work, “The Metaphysics of 
Morals.” In this work, he saw formal freedom as an end that in itself a duty set 
up for us by pure practical reason: “But the doctrine of this end would not belong 
to the doctrine of right but rather to ethics, since self-constraint in accordance 
with [moral] laws belongs to the concept of ethics alone” (Kant 2007, p. 394). 
That is, virtue and narrow morality are the activity of the autonomous subject’s 
intellect that comes out of the respect for the internal moral law and determines 
itself into practical will. Acting in accordance with virtue is subjective or 
individualistic in the sense that it is an outlet of a distinctly intellectual activity, it 
is also objective or universal in the sense that what this intellectual activity 
respects is the internal moral law. 

Kant’s work here is important. However, his interpretation is overly abstract. 
His moral philosophy overemphasizes the formal and neglects content. With 
regard to virtue, this led Kant to miss the richness of practice, as well as an 
understanding of the historical dimension of human experience and the richness 
of human psychology. 

Kant failed to address the fact that virtue is the excellence of xin 心 (the 
Greeks spoke here psuhe) and is not merely intellectual excellence; and that it is 
not merely pure intellect but the entire xin (psuhe) that sets up virtue not only a 
duty but also an end. The problem is that pure intellect is nothing without this 
spiritual aspect; even if one has never considered the nature of pure intellect, it 
remains incorrect to explain it without reference to xin (mind). By “xin,” I mean 
what common sense in both Eastern and Western traditions takes as a unity of 
intellect, feelings and desires. 

Kant also failed to mention that virtue itself relates to an attainable form of 
universality, relating to the potential inherent in people, and which gives a further 
possible meaning for universality. At least for the majority of the Groundwork 
and in “The Metaphysics of Morals,” Kant doesn’t mention that intellect, and the 
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understanding in particular, develops and that as one’s life evolves and the spirit 
gradually develops then so does virtue.4 

It often seems that a person either acts without considering pure practical 
reason or only is under the rational guidance of another, and suddenly arrives at a 
decision, completely unaware that his xin has undergone some form of 
development. The reality of human life is perhaps that even once a person is able 
to develop his intellectual understanding, his entire xin is still undergoing 
development or change. When the intellect of xin begins to develop and gains 
greater intellectual understanding (assuming that such development takes a more 
or less unified form), this prompts and guides a corresponding development of 
the emotions; certain emotions arise because of such development (as with the 
sense of respect that Kant talks of), and, as a result of such development, some 
naturally arising emotions develop into rich and complex emotions (such as the 
love of which Kant spoke). Kant neglected the complexity of such development 
based on practice.5 

Thus, Kant’s moral metaphysics has not provided an explanation of a very 
important fundamental principle. That is, sayings like “Virtue is something 
possible for us” or “We can obtain virtue” are said because such developments 
are the possibilities open to us throughout our lives. 

My purpose here is not to discuss Kant’s conception of virtue, but rather to 
point out that although Kant was one of the first to recognize a problem and 
made great efforts in this regard, debates about virtue today are still mired in 
                                                   
4 It is true that in the “The Methodology of Morality” section of the Metaphysics of Morals, 
Kant discusses how educators might use appropriate questioning to guide the student’s 
developing understanding of pure practical reason, and in his early years in his Konigsberg 
lecture notes that were the basis for “Moral Education” (arranged by his student Rink) also 
mention early character education. However, he restricted the idea of cultivating character and 
habit to the early years of human life; further, he framed such discussions in terms of education 
and not the metaphysics of morality. This leads to a difficult problem. If we approach the 
question of virtue based on the broader notion of ethics found in the Metaphysics of Morals, 
should we still include education? If we, more appropriately, view the situation from the 
perspective of ordinary people, and see human life as a practical process that allows and needs 
the constant cultivation and correction of emotions and behavior, then should we view the 
cultivation and correction of emotions and behavior as the more fundamental problem of ethics? 
Here I must temporarily set aside this problem.   
5 One could say that, because of this, Kant neglected other important concepts. For example, 
in the development of virtue where this is driven by the evolution of the emotions, and where 
these and the understanding develop in harmony, then there is always the possibility of tension 
between these emotions and the emotions that arise in connection with earlier life experiences 
and between these emotions and the rational understanding. Also, as virtue is cultivated, this 
tends to cause a change in the relation between understanding, the emotional changes that 
accompany its development, and the emotional states that were present originally. What was 
originally a tense relationship might become less so, with tensions appearing less frequently, 
until at a certain point in life where there is mutual enrichment and no more tension.   
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belief that explanations of them involves a choice between subjective 
explanations and universal accounts. In what follows I intend to return to two 
examples of ancient Chinese and Western ideas; specifically, I will look at how 
Confucius and Aristotle thought about virtue, and explore how they would view 
this modern explanation that seems to imply a contradiction. Based on these 
ideas, I will present some of my own thoughts. 

2  

Unless one stretches the meaning of the terms, it is reasonable to say that 
Confucius and Aristotle did not understand virtue in terms of subjectivity and 
universality. Indeed, they did not have such concepts. They merely regarded 
virtue as excellence or goodness within the many practical aspects of life. As a 
precursor for discussing these issues I will first look at how the Ancient Greeks 
and Ancient Chinese generally thought about the soul and about life. 

The Greek word for soul (ψυξη∴, psuhe) originally meant breathe or breath. 
Based on primitive investigations, the ancient Greeks believed that everything 
that breathed was a living thing. “Soul” was thus used to describe the living 
existence of a person, the activity of living. For Aristotle the soul referred to the 
vegetative activity, locomotive activity and the intellectual functions of a living 
organism. In some respects, the Greek soul and the ancient Chinese notion of 
“qi” 气 have much in common, for qi is the root of the living body and is also 
the most basic element of it. Zhuangzi believed life came from the accumulation 
and formation of qi, and that when qi dispersed life was extinguished.6 This kind 
of outlook is seen not only in philosophical ideas but is also apparent in thinking 
about everyday life. People express the idea of harm done to a life by saying a 
person’s “yuanqi 元气 (vitality) has been harmed,” and when a person’s anger 
affects their health then that person has “dongleqi 动了气 .” The Greek 
conception of the soul and Chinese idea that qi accumulated and takes form to 
produce life are closely related. 

The ancient Chinese developed the idea of xin 心 (mind) from an 
understanding of the nature of life-sustaining qi. For the Chinese, xin was a 
collective term for the emotion and perception activities that arose from the 
accumulation and formation of qi. It was originally understood in terms of a 
biological location of these activities—the heart. However, afterwards the notion 
of xin was used in a broad sense to denote the activities of human being, hence qi 
became the primary way of understanding the notion of xin. These activities were 
basically understood as affective and perceptual activities that were founded on 
                                                   
6 In “Zhi Bei You” of Zhuangzi, “A person’s life is the accumulation of qi; as it accumulates 
so there is life; as it disperses so there is death.” 
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the accumulation and formation of qi. The tendency of qi to circulate in 
particular ways was “xing” 性 (nature or disposition). As a person is educated, 
cultivates himself, acquires experience and so forth, his nature is manifested, and 
becomes all manner of differentiated emotions. These two parts—qi and 
xing—constitute xin or heart-mind. Xin thus consists of nature and emotions as 
its contents. However, emotions also have their own distinct sensibilities; that is, 
they have the capacity to differentiate, which is called “intellect,” and their 
function is that of “knowing” or knowledge. When such activity of xin or 
heart-mind is thought of in this way, xin can be said to consist of intellect and 
emotion. 

The Greeks did not directly refer to an idea such as the “heart-mind.” But they 
did have a word to express a person’s life force—με&νοϖ, and thanks to 
Aquinas the word mens comes from this Greek term. It also became the origin of 
the English word “mind.” When the Chinese word “xin (ling)” is used to translate 
the English word “mind” this is a fair account of the original Greek idea. This is 
because from Plato to Aristotle, the concept of soul or spirit already included the 
kinds of broad activities that the ancient Chinese associated with the notion of 
xin.7 Further, the character “ling” 灵 in the Chinese word for xinling 心灵 
(mind) includes the meaning ψυξη∴ (soul).    

However, using “xin (ling)” to translate the English word “mind” departs 
somewhat from how that word is typically used in academic contexts. Following 
Aquinas, “mens” gradually became associated with the intellectual activity of 
inference or ratiocination (what Aristotle called νου∼ϖ). In particular, after 
Descartes, “mind” was used mainly to indicate thinking or reflection. Later in the 
West, intellectual activity and “mind” became linked in meaning, and emotion 
and desire became part of psychology. 

3  

Confucius and Aristotle were undoubtedly two of the earliest thinkers who have 
made outstanding accounts of the virtues of the mind or the soul. Confucius saw 
virtue as a part of xin, and thus understood it in terms of the goodness of xin; 
Aristotle understood virtue in terms of excellence of the soul or the activities of 
human life. The two views are very close, for when one speaks of xin or soul one 
                                                   
7 Plato’s account of the soul is mainly concerned with xin and its activities: he divided these 
activities into those concerning “reason,” “passion” and “desire” (see Plato, Chapter four of 
the Republic and Symposium). For Aristotle, among these three aspects of the soul, the 
biological functions of life has little connection with the practice and creative activities, and 
only the activities of perception and the intellect (or nous) have direct relation (Aristotle 2003, 
p. 19, pp. 167–168). These two collectively can be understood as the conception of xin within 
Aristotle’s account of the soul, to use this Chinese term.   



The Subjectivity and Universality of Virtues 
 

223 

is, in fact, speaking of its activity. However, why did they not propose an account 
of the subjectivity of virtue?  

One provisional explanation is that, in accordance with their views of xin or 
soul, both Confucius and Aristotle naturally viewed humanity itself as existing in 
and being realized through the activity of xin or soul; further, in looking at the 
practical activity of humans, they both understand xin or soul in broadly holistic 
terms. Clearly, for them, neither the basic physical activity of the human body 
nor that of respiration, nor the process of growth itself could be regarded as a 
complete account of human activity. In the activity of living, the activities that 
matter are those belonging to xin or soul. Similarly, Confucius and Aristotle both 
believed that, with regard to the relation between bodily movement and the 
activity of xin or soul, it was the latter that played the guiding role, since physical 
movement originates with the activity of the latter, being its outward 
manifestation. Thus, they both naturally took humanity to reside in the activity of 
xin or soul.   

If virtue is seen as the excellence of xin or soul and its activity, then it is 
evidently an excellence of humanity itself. So, for both Confucius and Aristotle, 
to claim that virtue consists in the goodness of xin or soul is to claim that it 
consists in the excellence of persons. It is not necessary to say that “virtue has a 
subjective quality” since who would regard what belongs to the activity of xin or 
soul, the things of a human being itself, as “un-subjective” or “non-subjective”?8 
  The view that virtue belongs to xin is integral to Chinese thought. After the 
emergence of the idea of “xin” in the pre-Qin period, ancient Chinese thinkers 
constantly regarded virtue as excellence of the xin of human being. This is clear 
from the formation of the Chinese character. Shuowen Jiezi’s gloss of de 德 
(virtue) expresses this most clearly. The right side of the character includes zhi 
直 and xin 心. Zhi refers to right insights, and “zhixin 直心” referring to the 
right insights one acquired either outside, i.e., from good words of someone else, 
or inside, i.e., from his own reflections. The left side includes the radical chi 彳, 
indicating small steps, and this also indicates that virtue is something attained 
gradually through a correctly-aligned internal state. Such an account indicates the 

                                                   
8 Here, I am excluding the following possibility: Confucius and Aristotle regard virtue only as 
a tool of humans and so view it as something subjective. A person can certainly use a tool as he 
or she wishes—to realize a desire one has, for example. But this description already makes 
clear that such a “tool” does not belong to humans per se, but can only help them realize their 
desires. Taking virtues that are integral to our human living and comparing them to tools to be 
used is not appropriate to Confucius or Aristotle. Obviously it is meaningless to add the label 
“subjective” to virtue, the excellence belongs to xin or soul and thus to humanity itself. This is 
because adding it does not provide any further descriptive content to the virtues of xin or soul 
and its activities. For the perspective of Confucius or Aristotle it is simply unnecessary to add 
such an account.      
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general orientation of pre-Qin thought.  
This point is similarly clear in Aristotle. Virtue is seen as the goodness 

belonging to the soul, and thus an integral part of life itself. In particular, virtue is 
comprised of emotions, desires and intelligence or nous, which collectively make 
up a part of the soul that we can call xin; virtue also inheres in the activities of 
life, which include practical, creative and intellectual activities. Virtue is attained 
through such activities and is constituted by excellences in these areas. It is seen 
the intellectual virtues in intellectual activity, moral virtue in practical action, and 
art in the creative arena. These activities constitute the activities of the practical 
life or the activities of human life itself. 

4  

At this point, I would like to bring in a more complex view of Confucius and 
Aristotle, which supports the idea of thinking about xin and its activity in terms 
of virtue: the idea of the man of practice.9 I would like to suggest that the reason 
why the two have similar conceptions of the virtues, and so come to have similar 
ways of thinking, is that they both understand humanity and human virtue in 
terms of the practical possibilities inherent in the activities of human life, and in 
terms of a person as a person of practical action. And it is in articulating this idea 
of the person of practice that Confucius and Aristotle have a deeper reason for 
not discussing virtue in subjective terms.  

Aristotle’s view is familiar. A human being leads the following distinctive kind 
of existence: Engagement in practice is possible for him, “All those who have not 
lost the capacity to get close to virtue are able, through certain learning and effort, 
to obtain it.” In general, the activities of human life are practical in nature; 
furthermore, people engage in a kind of activity that can immediately be called 
practice, since it is not intellectual or productive in nature, but practical in the 
sense that it cultivates personal character—this is moral virtue, or the major or 
foundational element of virtue. Moral virtue is an excellence that a person 
obtains through engagement in practice, it is a good internal to practical activity, 
and is also a good internal to the character of one who engages in practical action; 
this is because the excellence in practice is also an expression of the measure of 
excellent character of the one who acts (The Nicomachean Ethics 
1097b22–1098a5, 1099b17–18, 1103b26–1104ba, 1105b18–1107a26). 

                                                   
9  Many contemporary Anglo-American philosophers tend to use “action” rather than 
“practice” to translate Aristotle’s term πρα&χι. I firmly believe that “practice” is the better 
translation, because Aristotle’s term particularly emphasizes our purposeful interactions, where 
the aim or purpose internal to them; “action” tends to draw one’s attention to the physical 
aspect of behavior. 
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All of these similarly apply to Confucius. The renren 仁人 (virtuous person) 
means to become a virtuous person: Through being born he is merely a natural, 
unadorned person—this is the foundation of human life. But it is by acting for 
virtue that he becomes virtuous, and finally becomes fully realized as a person.10 
Confucius generally called this life of practical activity xue 学 (learning).11 The 
components of the character xue express the idea of a child who, while insisting 
in xing 行 (doing), strives to become jue 觉 (aware). For this reason, Shuowen 
Jiezi explains xue as “awareness.” A person is always capable of xue or practice. 
It is possible for any person to acquire some insights (internally) once he or she 
commitedly begins to make an effort. For, if this is possible for a child then it is 
even more likely with adults, since adults have greater life experience and great 
capacity for reasoning and practice. However, what any individual secures 
through life’s practical engagements can vary greatly. Sages are those who 
understand and aware in advance, while the common people are the last to 
understand and aware, and yet others are living untouched with understanding 
and awareness (“Jishi” in The Analects). In order to reach some acquirement 
through their lives, those who are the last to understand and aware must not only 
practice or xue (learn), but also make themselves haoxue 好学 (love learning). 
To “love learning” means that a person in acting becomes feel delights in 
relentlessly feeling, being aware and understanding, and takes an attitude of joy 
towards each extension or enriching of xin.12 If one only “learns” without 
“loving” it, he would be left behind in acquiring understanding and awareness, 
having to be content with imitations. Love of learning thus enables our xin to 
achieve the most.  

 Regarding Confucius’ and Aristotle’s views of the “man of practice,” it might 
be possible to identify some cultural differences. In general, for Aristotle’s “man 
of practice” it is through the effort to live virtuously that one comes to love 
wisdom and seek out wise people. The aim of this man of practice is to live 
wisely. Confucius’ “man of practice” strives to live a similar life to become a 
person whose mind and character is fully developed and sound. Such a person 
can then become a wise person who is “without confusion,” and can further 
becomes a virtuous person with developed, harmonious and rich inner life, in 
which what is felt and done always arises from his naturalness and is full of 
beauty, a virtuous person who can reach the insight of Dao, the unified principle 
that ultimately connects humanity and the universe. 
                                                   
10 Confucius said, “Virtue comes from oneself; how can it come from others?” (“Yanyuan” in 
The Analects) and “I do not know. What did he do to attain virtue?” (Ibid., “Gongyechang”) 
11  Confucius said, “The virtuous person learns and thereby arrives at a way” (Ibid., 
“Zizhang”). 
12 Confucius said, “The virtuous person does not seek a full stomach when eating, does not 
seek comfort when lodging, is diligent in action and sincere in speech, finds a way in what he 
does and is upright in it—this can be called ‘loving learning’” (Ibid., “Xue’er”). 
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Thus in the teachings of Confucius, the practical self-cultivation means greater 
awareness of the history of life or xin; one is aware and becomes understood his  
attainment of the virtues and its possibility by means of his awareness of his 
history of life or xin in the course of his practical life. This kind of historical 
process is also the historical story of a man or woman’s becoming fully human or 
virtuous. It includes the development and enrichment of certain dispositions and 
emotions of xin, as well as the process of their becoming, through one’s own 
sustained practical efforts, more and more harmonious and natural. I will have 
more to say about this below. 

5  

I perhaps still need to briefly mention the two main ways in which the concept of 
virtue established by Confucius and Aristotle are connected to our practical lives, 
even though they are both simply extensions of this way of understanding virtue.  

The first distinctive point about the conception of virtue based on the 
possibilities of human practical life is that it is an excellence of moral character 
that can only be attained through ceaseless effort. The relevant gloss in  
Shuowen Jiezi is very clear: De 德 (virtue) is moral character attained through 
the action of xin, which is secured only by small step progress through consistent 
effort (a meaning presented by the radical 彳).    

The idea that virtue is attained only through personal effort is central to 
Confucius’ thought. Confucius mentions several virtues, the most important of 
which are wisdom (or intelligence), benevolence and courage. He also discusses 
others, including loyalty, empathy, justice, moderation, respect, toleration, trust, 
mental agility and kind-heartedness. For Confucius, these virtues are inward 
qualities attained only through xue (learning)—sustained personal effort. Such 
“attainment” is the fruit of learning. That’s why lovers of virtue are few in 
number, although as Confucius says loving virtue is good for human beings.13 
However, people can xue (learn) and become lovers of xue (learning); only a 
lover of xue (learning) concentrates his effort on the very basis of practice, since 
practice means to do things in certain manner, being an effort in doing and thus 
more difficult than other things.14 Virtuous practice arises from attending to 
                                                   
13 Confucius said, “I have yet to meet someone who loves virtue and who despises an absence 
of it” (“Liren” in The Analects) and “I have yet to meet someone as found of virtue as they are 
of beauty” (Ibid., “Zihan”). 
14 In talking of those who love learning, Confucius gave only one example—that of Yan Hui 
(Chapter 6, “Yongye” of The Analects); this indicates the difficulty of “loving learning,” 
though people can still achieve it. This is evidenced in Chapter 4 of “Liren” of The Analects: 
“Is any one able for one day to apply his strength to virtue? I have not seen the case in which 
his strength would be insufficient.” 
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one’s conduct and thereby attaining inner qualities. Thus, Confucius said that the 
learning of the virtuous person is for himself and not for other people.15 

Confucius’ view that xue (learning) inherent in virtue consists in sustained 
effort had three main points. Firstly, xue requires lizhi 立志, i.e., requires a 
human being set up his will to make a prolonged effort to learn. Will-setting is 
thus the beginning of xue, and is also the first link to it.16 Next, in Confucius’ 
well-known description of his experience of xue and in virtue of his insights, he 
accounted xue as a practice without an ultimate end. There is no point at which 
one has fully realized the virtues—all we can do is relentlessly acquiring insights 
in our xin and making it honest, sincere and deeper. Within the different stages of 
life, this effort brings different insights, and these insights can be seen in the 
general attitude adopted by such a person: his lizhi (setting up his will), his lishen 
立身 (setting himself as a person), his buhuo 不惑 (knowing where to go 
without indeterminacy), his zhi tianming 知天命 (knowing the fate), his ershun 
耳顺  (taking good advice from others without uneasiness), and the last, 
following desires of his xin without committing transgressions. Briefly, virtue 
accumulates bit by bit, step by step throughout ones life. Thirdly, if learning 
requires lifelong effort and proves to be difficult, it is not enough that one person 
act on his own; we need friends who are on the same path, broadening our 
cultural achievements by exhausting their talents and nurturing the virtues we 
have acquired. 

People will be surprised to discover that this is also Aristotle’s basic view of 
the practical significance of virtue. Firstly, Aristotle similarly insists on the 

                                                   
15 Confucius said, “In ancient times, men learned with a view to their own improvement. 
Nowadays, men learn with a view to the approbation of others” (Ibid., “Xianwen”). 
16 I have discussed Confucius’ idea of xue (learning) elsewhere (Liao 2009) as consisting in 
four stages: will-setting, learning, knowing and doing (behaving). Xue (learning) begins from 
will-setting; without it xue cannot begin. If such will is lost then the effort already made is 
wasted. Xue is the human practice itself, as it is the essence of human practical life, or can thus 
be called the “daxue 大学 (the university)” of human life. One begins to learn, the effort 
should focus on “knowing” and “doing (behaving)” Knowledge does not refer to pure 
theoretical knowledge but is that relevant to human life; it is knowledge about how to become 
an internally harmonized, perfect and enriched person. Doing is not simply the primary actions 
that are needed to start one’s learning; rather, it is the practices that enable true inner virtue 
through engagement in concrete practical life, which brings true insights to xin.  

Of the practical effort involved with knowing and doing, the best summary is made by two 
phrases in the Doctrine of the Mean: “Zun dexing er dao wenxue 尊德性而道问学” and “Ji 
gaoming er dao zhongyong 极高明而道中庸.” My interpretation of these two phrases is as 
follows. One should start his learning firstly by doing things respecting and following virtue 
and then getting himself to the true insights by in asking about the Dao; in getting the true 
insights one should seek the profound wisdom of the sages and meanwhile strive to make 
every action conform to the ideal of the mean in his mind. These phrases express well enough 
the inseparable connection between the knowing and doing.    
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excellence that is expressed by the practical activity of the soul. Virtue cannot be 
an inactive property of the soul, but necessity means to do and to do well 
(1009a2–3). He suggested that virtue is an excellence of character that belongs to 
one himself; in particular, that such excellence of character arises from and is 
obtained only by one’s own efforts (1099b19–21). Next, Aristotle similarly 
believes that virtue is the result of consistent effort. With regard to a certain kind 
of virtue, such as justice, Aristotle writes that a person might not experience 
pleasure when first performing actions that are just, but that as he continues to do 
this he will become someone who does delight in it, as continuing to do so makes 
him happy (1099a10–11, 1105b10–11). Coming to act in such a way is not, 
however, solely because of pleasure.17 

Thirdly, Aristotle also believes that a person needs virtuous friends to sustain 
virtuous practice; progress is enhanced by mutual encouragement. In particular, 
the development of the intellectual virtues requires one to associate with 
reflective friends, since this is both the best and most difficult activities and 
needs wisdom-loving friends to accompany to carry it on. In general, the wisdom 
of two persons combined is greater than that of one person (1169b31–1170a6). 

6  

Confucius’ and Aristotle’s view of virtue and the interpretive structure they gave 
to it naturally lead to another level of interpretation: its differences with external 
goods such as wealth, status, power, honor and official achievements. Such 
achievements are not merely decided by the man of practice’s personal efforts, 
but also by external forces, and even basically or largely determined by external 
forces, and this means that such achievements are easily lost or overturned even 
when one has obtained them. The virtues are the opposite of this. Only through 
practical effort can there be such internal rewards; further, since that is so, they 
will be cherished by a man of practice and not be easily taken away from him.18   

Of course, these are familiar truisms. However, I believe that if we think 
deeply about human life, then we would be inclined to acknowledge the truth 
contained in these comparisons. I also believe these ideas receive great assistance 
from ordinary consciousness and commonsense morality. Firstly, commonsense 
morality does not regard wealth, reputation and status as belonging to humans as 

                                                   
17 Kant later offered a reason why one might act justly and yet not feel pleasure: Namely, in so 
acting a person might be merely fulfilling their duty, acting out of respect for the moral law but 
without taking such principle as one’s inner principle. Kant also insists that acting in this way, 
without pleasure, is the only true sense of moral worth. 
18 In particular, see Nicomachean Ethics 1095b24–26 for some contrasts between virtue and 
honor.  
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virtue. On the contrary, it tends to agree that virtue is a product of xin or soul, and 
external goods are ineradicably linked to the external forces and to chance. 
Indeed, in common sense, many Chinese people will regard these external goods 
as external to themselves, as transient and fleeting clouds. Within commonsense 
morality such an idea has an important connection to religious and philosophical 
thought: these ideas are deeply embedded and have long been part of common 
sense thinking. In China, this established way of thinking has of course been 
influenced by Daoism and Buddhism, but Confucius and Confucianism have 
been more influential, since this line of thought instantiates the Confucian idea 
that a person should strive to realize the better part of himself. Confucius saw the 
gain or loss of wealth as such things like fate, indicating that they are not decided 
by a person himself. For Confucius, virtue is something realized by an individual 
through practice and cannot easily be taken away; once part of an individual 
human life it is as if it was part of a naturally given character. This way of 
thinking already includes an account of the relationship between virtue and what 
is naturally possessed by a person. The virtues do not violate what is natural, 
rather they are the fulfillment of the potential to improve what is already 
naturally given (hence Mencius’ account of innately good beginnings). Aristotle 
expresses similar ideas stressing the importance of acquiring virtue when he says 
that virtue is neither something opposite to what is natural nor something 
furnished by nature.  

Next, whether in China or the West, commonsense suggests the following 
view: Wealth, honor and things like them have indeterminate worth, but virtue is 
an unqualified good throughout a person’s life. In China, this commonsense 
outlook originates in the long tradition of emphasizing practical cultural 
achievement; and within this tradition Confucianism occupies a central place. 
Confucius did not discuss fate, nor the occult, military force, spirits,19 as 
external goods like wealth (etc.) require an excessive dependency on these 
external factors that go beyond the control of the individual, and hence the 
eventual outcome of the pursue is completely unclear. Confucius would rather 
tell people about prospects for gradually developing excellence through practice. 
Laozi’s thought is even more like ideas of an aged man who has experienced 
various life events and sees clearly man’s inclination of relying himself upon 
external features of the world. He clearly thought that external riches and 
misfortunes were mutually connected, as if in a perpetual cycle. In the main 
trends of thought in ancient Greece, philosophers were relatively optimistic. In 

                                                   
19 Confucius said, “The subjects on which the Master did not talk, were: extraordinary things, 
military matters, disorder, and spiritual beings” (“Shu’er” in The Analects) and “The subjects 
of which the Master seldom spoke were: profitableness, and also the fate, and benevolence” 
(Ibid., “Zihan”).  
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Plato’s Socratic dialogues, wealth, power and beauty, all beneficial for one kind 
of good life, were determined by the goodness of the soul—only such a soul 
could correctly use and control such goods, and without such control they could 
possibly cause harm.20 Aristotle similarly pointed out that the influence of 
external goods on life was uncertain, and could be harmful; while virtue—to use 
his colorful phrase—always makes a person’s condition great and his activities of 
a human being perfectly completed (1094b16–18, 1106a21–22). 

7  

We have discussed two points so far. Firstly, that virtue is a quality of inner 
character attained by practical effort; and secondly, that virtue is a genuine good 
for those who possess it rather than things that are good for them by chance. 
Perhaps these two points are what Kant meant to establish when he described 
virtue as something subjective. However, does Confucius’ and Aristotle’s 
understanding of virtue contain the property of universality which Kant sought to 
show that virtue possesses?  

Here, I should turn the question into one that is appropriate to Confucius and 
Aristotle, in order to have a discussion true to Confucius’ and Aristotle’s ideas. 
Thus one might ask: for people whose lives instantiate similar virtue, do these 
appear similar or identical? Further, did Confucius or Aristotle ever consider 
whether the truth of things or matters of human practical life appear in the xin 
(mind) of a person of virtue can be communicated with or passed onto that of 
another person of similar virtue, and to what degree this is possible? 

As is well-known, Aristotle suggests in the Nicomachean Ethics that the nature 
of human life is represented most faithfully in the mind of a person of virtue. Let 
us examine the relevant quotes a little further, so that this issue can be clarified. 
In 1.8 after mentioning that “activities that accord with virtue will certainly be 
pleasant for its own sake,” Aristotle says “Virtuous people make the best 
judgments of such activities, and that is how they judge these activities” 
(1099a22–24). In III.4, he says something similar: “The virtuous person make the 
correct judgment of everything, what things really are, that they seem to him to 
be.” This is because “the greatest difference between the man of virtue and others 
lies in the fact that he is able to see the truth in situations” (1113a30–34). In X.5 
the above sentence is repeated in almost the same way, “In all such matters, the 
thing really is what it appears to be to the good man” (1176a14–15). 

Aristotle is here relying on a general presupposition that, unlike spherical 
bodies that move when pushed, for a person who is partly self-moving and partly 

                                                   
20 See Plato’s “Meno,” 87e–88e. 
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passively moved, the affairs of his life also have a similarly mixed quality, and 
the constitution of this mix is linked to the intellectual qualities inherent in that 
life. This hidden presupposition and the main point discussed here can be drawn 
together in the following way: (1) The reality of a person’s life is not equivalent 
to how it appears in every mind; (2) It appears more fully in the mind of the 
virtuous person than in that of the ordinary people; (3) As a person attains ever 
higher degrees of virtue, so it manifests itself within his mind in ever more 
complete ways.  

For Aristotle, the soul or mind of the virtuous person is of the following kind: 
within it, intellect and emotion have a beneficial relationship, since emotion 
“listens” to reason just as a person listens to his father or friend; through the 
combined influence of emotion and reason the behavioral impulses are subject to 
the regulative control of practical reason (1102b30–32). Thus, in this kind of 
mind, the quality of the person’s life, as well as the difficulties he has been facing 
in developing his more perfect state of living, is readily apparent. Imagine two 
people who posses the same or similar degree of virtue. In their minds, the 
character of their own lives and difficulties must be the same or similar. Thus, 
Aristotle believed that people of virtue were similar, with the friendship between 
them similar to a virtuous person’s relationship with himself, because such a 
friend is just another self (1170b6–7). Comparatively speaking, in normal minds 
such things are only partially apparent, and there is greater distance between the 
appearance and the reality of the ordinary person’s life. In this sort of mental 
condition what average people can speak out are merely some opinions, feelings 
and impressions, and in expressing these opinions and so on they do not seek for 
the truth; or, though they seek the truth, because of the state of their minds, they 
are still far from what they might hope for. 

If we might understand Aristotle’s account of the truth of human affairs in a 
way that encompassed what later philosophers (especially Kant) had accounted 
as universality, where these philosophers believed that greater truth meant greater 
degrees of universality, I would be able to defend myself in summarizing 
Aristotle’s viewpoint of virtue as a sort of potential universalism based on the 
possibility of human minds’ becoming virtuous. Let me turn now to Confucius. 

8  

We have once again surprisingly discovered that the ideas discussed by Aristotle 
were discussed by Confucius and his followers in greater detail and more vividly. 
“In greater detail” because xin (mind) itself was revealed as a synthesis of human 
nature and feeling, within which not only has the insights of human nature or the 
animality of mankind as a whole seemed to be integral to the development of xin, 
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but the emotions and all aspects of their development are also closely seen and 
examined. “More vividly” because the mutual interaction of this cultured human 
nature and emotions of xin, as well as the awareness of their felicitous 
interconnectedness, is accounted in terms of the activities of xin as to develop in 
a chronological order of human life. Further, all of this arises through the insights 
an individual acquired throughout the history of his xin in his effort of attaining 
more perfect virtues through practice.  

Let us return to Confucius’ well-known account mentioned above. Perhaps 
some more of its significance will be brought up finally in the followed 
discussion. Confucius says, which I quote, 

 
At fifteen, I had my mind bent on learning. At thirty, I stood firm. At forty, I 
had no doubts. At fifty, I knew the decrees of Heaven. At sixty, my ear was an 
obedient organ for the reception of truth. At seventy, I could follow my heart’s 
desires, without overstepping the mark (“Xue’er” in The Analects). 
 

It is significant that what Confucius says is not simply a story or history of his 
xin in which he acquired and got insights of virtues, but also a potentiality of the 
development of the xin of every human being. This constantly transforming and 
enriching development of xin confronts a fundamental subject matter—the living 
and suffering of human beings. In his case this subject expressed itself differently 
in different stages. This is because that xin, that complex amalgam of cultured 
human nature and emotions, feeling, contemplating, understanding and 
experiencing this subject matter in the way accounted above, gradually develops 
and enriches itself as it strives to instantiate virtue. Emotions become ever richer 
in content, and tend towards harmonization. This is also what the Doctrine of the 
Mean refers to as zhong he 中和 (the internal righteousness and harmony). 
Accordingly, that xin constantly acquired new sensations, understanding and 
insights through such development. There is reason to say that the xin of 
Confucius which he said could “follow [his] ears” or “follow [his] heart’s desires 
without overstepping the mark” instantiated greater richness and fulfillment than 
the xin that he said was “set on learning” or “made a stand.” However, this 
distinction needs not to be accounted or understood as a negation of a previous 
state of his xin. This kind of development is the development of a life history or a 
xin’s history—it is a cumulative development that arises in a history of one’s xin 
constituted by the practice (learning) of virtue and its attainment. However, this 
kind of layered development always has a close relationship with the quest for 
truth in human life. The pursue of this development is hence a real philosophical 
interest.  

However, what if Confucius that is set on learning raises an objection that 
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whether or not what was revealed by the mind of Confucius whose ears were 
attuned, and who could freely follow his heart’s desire without overstepping the 
mark had (if any) universal quality for him, and this makes sense because that 
seems to him somehow lacking truth? Could I say that he says something true 
because the property of human living and suffering does seem that way in his 
state of xin? Yet could I still say that what was revealed on the xin of the 
Confucius whose ears were attuned and whose heart did not overstep the mark 
seems to be universal even to him, the younger Confucius, and that this claim is 
valid, because if, through practicing the virtues, his xin would achieve that sort of 
cumulative development and so attain the appropriate state on which human life 
and its difficulties would appear that way? Can I, based on this premise, say 
further that the universality of virtue is merely a possibility inherent in the 
historical development of human life, not necessarily a universality that exists at 
any given instant? 

9  

An important problem here is whether this possible universality in the sense of 
history of life or xin of virtue practice I expounded here in Confucius’ case 
makes sense for the interaction between any two persons of practice.  

Logically speaking, Confucius’ conception of a universality based on the story 
of xin’s development will encompass the similar idea of Aristotle’s. Based on this 
concept of universality of virtue, there will no big problem to derive this: Two 
persons who have attained the similar degree of virtuous states of xin in virtue of 
their practice will have very similar views about the nature of human life and its 
problems.21  

Thus when Confucius discusses what the virtuous person is like, he is talking 
of the similar commonsense, understanding, and insights a person who has 
obtained a sufficiently highly degree of virtue would have possessed.  
Confucius is clearly not saying that those are something only he has and is 
impossible to be share by others. For example, when Confucius talks about Yan 
Hui, it is clear that he takes their shared commonsense, understanding and 

                                                   
21 However, I think that the phrase attaining “the similar degree of virtuous states of xin” 
requires specific qualification. For strictly speaking, the thought of two people attaining “the 
similar degree of virtuous states of xin” entails many difficulties, since virtue is the realm of 
true freedom for xin or soul, and within this realm there is no finite limit or scale for its 
development or degree. However, there is still a meaning in discussing this in a closely related 
sense of claim. Namely, I tend to agree with Aristotle that “similar” or “related is appropriate 
within the affairs of human life for understanding the concept of “same.” Further, I agree with 
Aristotle and Confucius in that in human affairs, it is not possible to seek too high a degree of 
precision. 
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insights as the “hidden context.” 
However, why does Confucius say that “virtuous people are in harmony but 

not the same”? Is he saying meant that two people with similar virtue have 
completely different views about the nature of human life and its associated 
difficulties?  

It we look at all of the relevant references in Confucian’s record of their 
master—The Analects—I believe we will not draw such a conclusion. In 
discussing what a virtuous person is like, Confucius was paying attention to the 
actual conditions of human life and proposing the commonsense, understanding 
and insights of how a virtuous man should communicate with ordinary people. I 
believe that two passages of note in The Analects itself (quote below) are 
particularly relevant to this phrase “The virtuous person seeks harmony not 
sameness, while the small person seeks sameness not harmony”22: 

 
The master said, “The virtuous person is magnanimous but is not bias, while 
the small person is the opposite” (“Xue’er” in The Anaelcts). 
The master said, “The virtuous person is cautious but does not compete, 
associates but does not form a party” (Ibid., “Wei Linggong”). 

 
If we look at these two notes in The Analects itself and all its relevant glosses, 

then Confucius’ original meaning should be:  
“When a virtuous person associates with ordinary people, he will be 

harmonious with them but will not agree with their ideas and feelings. When an 
individual without virtue interacts with others, he will agree with them without 
thought, and since he will compete with them for profit or benefit he will not be 
harmonious with them.” 

Virtuous people are “cautious but do not compete,” and in this regard they are 
the same or similar, and because they are “cautious but do not compete,” they can 

                                                   
22 The difference between tong 同 (sameness) and he 和 (harmony) can be traced to a 
dialogue between Yanzi and the feudal lord of Ji reported in the “Zhaogong Ershinian” Section 
of Zuozhuan, where Yanzi wonders whether or not a minister, in dealings with his lord, has 
twisted his own idea and feelings in order to satisfy the expectations of his lord and thus 
distinguishes between “tong” and “butong 不同 (not sameness)”:  

“If a lord grants permission but there is reason to deny it, then the minister’s contribution is 
to express his denial and in that way he helps to perfect that permission. If the lord deems 
something impermissible yet there are grounds for considering it permissible, then the minister 
promotes its acceptance and goes away with such refusal. Today the court is not like this; when 
the lord grants permission, those around follow in agreement; and when the lord deems 
something impermissible, those around act likewise. But if one water already and then adds 
water to it, what is there to eat? And if someone is playing some stringed instrument and you 
join him playing a same one and thus the sound is focused and too acute, who will there be to 
listen? The reason why it is no good to do the sameness is also like this” (Yang 2007, p. 21). 
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associate “harmoniously” with others, and because they “associates but does not 
form a party,” they are not the same as other people. Those without virtue do the 
sameness in association by merely agreeing with others, and are not harmonious 
with others because they prize profit and benefit. To use a contemporary example, 
Confucius is saying that when a virtuous person meets someone who takes drugs 
for pleasure, he will not quarrel with him and will tolerate him in the appropriate 
way, but he will not pander to his belief that “taking drugs is good for human 
beings”; instead, he will uphold his own viewpoint that is in opposite. Further, he 
will not think that his own opinion and the opposing one are both merely 
opinions, without there being any distinction of merit between them. Based on 
this, when other people ask questions, he will use the appropriate means to tell 
them his own opinion.23 I am concerned that, over a long period of time, the rich 
and profound meaning of Confucius’ original ideas has been lost and, in contrast, 
today certain distorting accounts are circulated ever more widely.  

Taken this way, Confucius would reach the same conclusions as Aristotle in 

                                                   
23 My account of “sameness” and “not sameness” in Confucius’ line, “The virtuous person 
seeks harmony not sameness, while the small person seeks sameness not harmony” draws on 
the following: Yang Shuda 2007; Yang Bojun 1980; Li Bingnan; Ning Chang 1981.  

Yang Bojun’s gloss of this line is: “The virtuous person corrects the mistaken views of 
others with his own correct opinion; he does all this appropriately without blindly agreeing 
with others. The small person blindly agrees and reluctates to express his own opinion when 
that is different (Yang 1980, p. 141). I have adopted his account of “sameness” as “blindly 
agreeing with others.” This interpretation fits with the account of the difference between 
“harmony” and “sameness” in the Chapter of Zuozhuan noted above. 

Li Bingnan’s account is as follows: “The virtuous person is in harmonious state and tolerant 
when interacting with people, while he views far transcends opinions of others’; in this he is 
unlike the common people. The small person only sees the commonplace, being the same to 
the masses, and his sense of competition for personal benefit is acute, he is unable to deal with 
others in a harmonious way but to disturb others” (Li, p. 260). This account sheds some light 
on the text by its way of expounding the difference of “sameness” and “not sameness” in terms 
of whether to accord with or to keep independent with commonplace opinions, while at the 
same time the idea it carried is insufficient and weak. It fails to show that the importance of 
virtue lies in the fact that a virtuous man will distinguish good opinion from bad one and 
refuse to follow the latter.  

Ning Chang’s gloss is as follows: “The virtuous person’s nature is righteous and good, he 
treats others in an accommodating spirit, but as he stands firm with Dao, he will not associate 
with bad men. A small person is vicious and associates each other with bad things; and because 
he strives for gain, he is unable to get along harmoniously with others” (Ning 1981, pp. 
477–478). 

Here, interpreting “sameness” as “associating with bad men” has its merit, but it appears to 
go beyond what the Zuozhuan passage says. Based on Yang Bojun’s reading of “sameness” as 
“blindly agreeing with others” and referred to the note of “associates but does not form a 
party” in “Wei Linggong” of The Analects, I have derived the meaning of tong as “agreeing 
without giving serious thought” or “toeing the party line.” I believe that this suits the original 
intention of Confucius.  
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the idea whether or not the nature of human life and its difficulties appear 
similarly on the xin or minds of the virtuous people, though by a different 
approach. Aristotle’s approach begins from the idea of two virtuous people 
engaging in mutual discourse, since in his mind this is the way the problem of 
men being represent itself. Confucius’ approach starts from the interaction of the 
virtuous person and the common person because this is also the way that, he 
believes, the problem of men comes to be manifest in his mind. The 
commonsense, understanding and insights following from their approaches of 
accounting the nature and difficulties of human life are at least very close to a 
similar viewpoint of ethics of human beings. Based on these two approaches and 
thus elements of this outlook we can surmise that virtue has a quality which 
contemporary philosophers will happy to call “universality.” However, it is a 
possible universality, a potential quality rooted in practice and grounded in the 
development of a virtuous xin or mind—a truth about the nature of human life 
that people can acquire or get close, rather than a universal or truth that 
simultaneously exists in different minds at a given time. 

10  

In closing, I would like to offer these final observations. 
  (1) In the modern West, there has been a move to interpret classic Greek 
accounts of virtues in terms of subjective and universal concepts; at the same 
time there comes the difficulty in understanding the possible relations between 
these two kinds of explanation. This difficulty was reflected philosophically in 
Kant’s concern and inquiries. It originates in the evolution of Western social life. 
Within such evolution, people became more pessimistic about the prospects for 
man’s own cultivation, until at last this way of thinking came to seem quite 
foreign: Correspondingly, the idea that the practice or cultivation of virtue could 
enrich and perfect the mind also became uncertain, and was generally abandoned. 
Against this evolution in thought, philosophy saw later the emergence of a 
movement of emotionalism. Virtue (or more generally, morality), if subjective 
was thus unique (idiosyncratic); and if it was universal then it was not unique and 
not subjective: The two could not be reconciled. Before such a dichotomy had 
found concrete expression, Kant was already vaguely aware of it and attempted 
to establish a philosophical connection between the two. 

(2) In China, thanks to Confucianism over two thousand years, as well as 
Daoist and Buddhist thought, Chinese people were never pessimistic or 
dismissive about the possibilities of human cultivation. The commonsense of the 
great importance of the xin of human being and its development into good states 
in the virtue practice, as well the viewpoint that xin can be constantly enriched 
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and perfected through practice, are still alive within this tradition. Therefore, as 
Chinese and Western culture undergo ever closer interaction and as developments 
in education have caused the reality that acquiring other languages is no longer a 
problem, Chinese scholars now face no great difficulties in utilizing their own 
cultural resources to understand ancient Greek thinking about the virtues. Also, 
Chinese scholars today might find that their own culture—which values practice 
and virtue—possesses many fertile points with a similar tradition found in 
ancient Greece, and the two can mutually inform each other.  

(3) We saw in the doctrines of Confucius and Aristotle an illustration, which 
shows that they share many similar ideas in the regard of the possibility of 
cultivation of the virtues and the subsequent enhancing of xin or mind, and that 
they both confirm the enrichment of human life. More work is needed regarding 
this issue. It suggests that when beginning to consider the form of human culture 
itself, the thought of Chinese and ancient Greek thinkers once reached very 
similar levels.  

(4) Whether or not we today can return to the concern of human cultivation 
and the xin or mind of person of practice is an open question. Human civilization 
has long since reached the stage where man’s attention has been lured to shift 
away from the living that they mastered well to a living that more and more 
heavily depends on outside goods. One point can serve as a conclusion for this 
piece. If we examine virtue in the manner of Confucius and Aristotle, by 
considering the cultivation of the person and how a person can understand his 
own xin or mind, then the problem which has troubled Kant so much—how to 
say clearly that virtue is something subjective but meanwhile universal—will not 
arise. 
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